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The United States of Failure:
A Conversation with Stewart O’Nan
Stewart O’Nan was born and raised in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He graduated
from Boston University and worked as an engineer before getting his M.F.A. at
Cornell. His first book, the short story collection In The Walled City
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 1993), won the 1993 Drue Heinz Literature
Prize, and his first novel, Snow Angels (Doubleday, 1994), won the Pirate’s Alley
Faulkner
for the Novel. In 1996, Granta named him one of America’s
Best Young Novelists. A prolific writer, O’Nan has written twelve novels and
two nonfiction books, including a chronicle of the Boston Red Sox’s 2004
season co-written with Stephen King. His most recent novel is Songs for the
Missing (Viking, 2008). After living in Connecticut for several years, Stewart
and his family have recently returned to his native soil, Pittsburgh.

been typecast. Your fiction ranges from
historical to noir to literary, and you also write nonfiction. Do you work hard
to write the same book?

TOM BENNITT: You’ve

STEWART O’NAN: I think it’s just natural. As a reader, I love all different
kinds of books so it makes sense that I’d try to write them. Lately, though, I’ve
been writing quiet, intimate pastorals, veering away from the loud or sensational,
and I see those elements even in the weirder, direr early novels.

TB: You mean you’re not writing a vampire or zombie novel?

I love those old tropes, so I don’t mind the recent monster overload.
TB: So the current project is a “quiet” novel?

SO: I’ve just finished a sequel to Wish You Were Here. It’s a Pittsburgh
called Emily, Alone. It’s a novel about an old lady who lives by herself. Not
sexy or flashy, but again, I hope it’s intimate and leaves readers room to see their

lives in hers.
TB: Is your writing process the same

each book? Do you plot extensively?
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Do you follow a voice or character?
SO: The process, like the approach, depends on what they’re dealing with. My
goal is to get their emotional world across to the reader in the most powerful
way. Early on, I often plotted backwards from a climactic event, while now I
find an initial event that creates major imbalance that the character then spends
most of the book trying to set right. So the later books have become more
shapeless and not quite as streamlined, but also closer to real life, I hope.

TB: I read a recent interview with John Banville in which he said that writers
shouldn’t do much research because the imagination balks at too many facts.
When I write about a subject that I don’t know well, research is crucial to me.

What do you think?
SO: I think some facts can send the imagination off like a rocket. I like doing
research and need to, especially if
character is from a culture or has a job that
I know little of. But if research makes it onto the page in undigested form, the
reader can feel like they’re being lectured to. So it’s essential, yet dangerous.
TB: So you like doing research, but what about editing? I recently heard that
Barry Hannah’s Ray began as a 700-page manuscript and was whittled down to
about 100 pages.

SO: I write way more pages than I use, but not as many as I once did. My
earliest hero was Tolstoy so for a long time I was trying to rewrite Anna
Karenina, and I’d get interested in every single character that crossed
path.
TB: You’ve written novels in first, third, and even second-person point of view.
Without giving away all your secrets, would you describe what goes into that
decision?

SO: Point of view, like tense or tone or diction, has to do with cracking open
that nut of character as the events unfold. Sometimes you want to use firstperson and be more intimate (like with Arthur in Snow Angels or Marjorie in
Speed Queen) or go to third, pulling back a
and staying colder to undercut
what could become maudlin or melodramatic (as with Patty in The Good Wife or
the
family in Songs for the Missing). The second person is a special case
and seemed to me the only way to get across the public and private lives that
Jacob is living in A Prayer for the Dying and also his descent in the middle of the
ind.
TB: Speaking of Jacob, who is the narrator of Prayer, at one point, he says, “If
there’s anything your jobs have taught you, it’s to take death seriously, give it

► 78

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol15/iss1/20
little

2

Bennitt and O'Nan: The United States of Failure: A Conversation with Stewart O’Nan
Yalobusha Review
the same respect as love.” Can you talk about the impact and importance of
death in your novels? For example, Annie’s death at the end of Snow Angels
shocked
Did her death catch you by surprise during the writing of that
novel, or was it somehow inevitable?
SO: Flannery O’Connor, Stephen King, and
love of horror movies were the
major influences on the earlier novels, which are truly dire, focusing on some
heavy dichotomies: love-hate, peace-war, innocence-guilt, faith-despair. In those
universes, the ultimate result of a loss or lack of true faith was death, and often
those deaths were violent and shocking. In Annie’s case, her death at the hands
of Glenn was both the inciting incident that started the book and the event that
I—and Arthur—was trying to understand. How do you kill the person you love
the most in the world? How does love turn into hate? So, long before Arthur
came into the story, Annie’s death was an established fact, one that wouldn’t
leave the narrator alone.

TB: That’s fascinating. What about ghosts? Since my days at summer camp—
when my counselors told stories about a former cook who chopped off his hand,
disappeared into the woods, and returned each summer to stalk young
campers—I have loved ghost stories. How have ghosts and the gothic informed
your work? I know, for example, that The Night Country is narrated by a
teenage ghost.

I see the gothic element as the internal secrets that characters try to hold in
but somehow can’t. As Denis Johnson’s character in “Emergency” says,
“There’s all this stuff inside us and it wants to get out.” So the pursuer, as in
Poe, is always the character himself. Finally there’s no escape—as Larry in The
Names of the Dead learns, or James in A World Away or Jacob in A Prayer for
the Dying. The ghosts in
books are more often memories, usually memories
of earlier and better selves. Even the literal ghosts in The Night Country are
haunted by the place where they grew up. What frightens us isn’t the unknown
but what’s inside ourselves.
TB: That’s a wonderful description of gothic. I loved “Emergency” and that
entire collection, Jesus' Son. You’ve also written extensively about the working
class—factory
a Wonder
truck driver, Red Lobster employees—
and the myth of the American Dream. How did growing up in 1970s
Pittsburgh, when the mills were still running but quickly declining, affect you?

SO: Pittsburgh’s honoring of work and workers is part of me, and also the sense
that the American Dream doesn’t happen for everyone—that the good blue
collar jobs that built the middle class in Pittsburgh and other northern cities
were the first to go and that nobody outside the region cared as long as Wall
Street was okay.
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TB: I totally agree. The Armco steel mill in Butler—my hometown, located
north of Pittsburgh—was still running through the 1980s when I grew up there,
but it shut down while I was in college. Although it reopened under new
ownership a few years later, the town is not the same. It’s never recovered.
Butler is also the setting for Snow Angels, which recently was made into a film. I
really enjoyed the movie. Even though you weren’t involved in the writing or

production, what was your opinion of it? Do you or will you ever write
screenplays?
SO: I liked the movie. It’s very different, but I think David Gordon Green, the
director, captured the tone of the book. I’ve written numerous screenplays,
mostly adaptations of novels that I love, like Denis Johnson’s Angels and William
Styron’s Lie Down in Darkness. It’s a way of rehabilitating a book and its

characters, a way of getting even closer.
TB: I still love the Beckett quote, “Fail again, fail better.” I heard that you have
kept rejections from a magazine or publisher in every state? How has rejection,
something almost every writer must go through, informed your writing?

SO: I’ve got a “United States of Failure”
on the wall of my office to
remind myself that not everybody loves
stuff. And not everybody has to.
It’s okay if half the readers who pick up my book finish it. That’s not a failure, if
the
who do finish it are moved. The hope is that your book will mean
something important to a reader, that it will bring them closer to the rest of the
world and to themselves, that they’ll find something true in it.
TB: How has your writing evolved over the last five or ten years?

SO: I think it’s gotten closer to how we live and how people get from day to
day, what
do to endure, and further away from the conventions of adventure
stories and Hollywood. It’s less entertaining in the popular sense and closer, I
hope, to how it feels to go through these events.
TB: How do you see the future of literary fiction in the “new world” of

publishing?
SO: It’s not the rosiest, but when was it ever? All a writer can do is write the
best book he or she can and hope it finds its readers. Unless you’re a big
bestseller, you have to win your readers one at a time, and that’s how it should

be.
TB: Thanks a lot, Stew. I really

it.

SO: Thanks for the opportunity.
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